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FOWL CEOLE,RA
by
- L. Van E(;, M.D. , V. S.
Among the poultry diseases responsible for losses in Nebraska, the one
known as fowl cholera deserves first nlace. This is evident from the fact that in
- thirty per cent -of all the poultry sp~cimens received by the Department of Animal
- Pathology and Hygiene the presence of fowl cholera could be demonstrated by bacteriolog ic methods. The disease has a rather wide distribution in Nebraska and
dUring tl1e three years preceding July 1~ t ,- 1921, fowl cholera specimens were received at the laboratory from twenty-nine counti@s of the state. Those counties
in-clude pr8.ctically those where agriculture is most intensively practice d and in
which the poultry population is the heaviest.
Fowl cholera constitutes a source of loss w~1ich poultry raisers rm1st reckon with and it is for that reason that the inforrnation contained in the following
pag es might be of interest.
Fowl cholera occurs as an acute, communicable disease and as such is due
to a micro-org anism and this is the sole cause of the disease. Th is micro-organism is distri but eel thro-ughout the body of acutely sic;: fowls in a g eneral way;
thus the d i s ease g erms abound_ in the circulation of the -oloocl and the tissues of
the bod;y are teeming with t hem .
Wb.ile fowl cholera proba-bly causes the g reatest ravages among the common
farm yard fowls, ge ese and ducl{:s are also particularly suscepti ole and tur.:eeys ,
pigeons and guinea fowls take the disease readil y . The common sparrow -and other
flying b i rds are liabl e to t he infection ap d t h i s shou ld be especially remembered
when we atteu-rp t to explain the trans mi~ s ion o-f t he d i seas e to is olat ed farm yards.
It is commonly acc ep t ed that the infection of fowl ch olera is taken into
ths body by feed and water, but it i s also v e ry well possible that the g erms can
be introduced t hrough srr~ll abrasions of -the anirnalls s ~ in or by infected dust
coming in contact with e xp osed mucous membranes such as those of the mouth , eye,
and no se . In nnny case s the g erms are fauna to be extremely vin1l ent, t h e prick
of an infect ed n eedle comnonl y being sufficiant to secUl·e inf e ction. As soon as
the organ i sm h as gaine d entn::n ce into the body it rapidly dj_sseminat e s t h rough
all the tissues an d swarms in the b1ood circ1.1.la t ton. This fact he nce expla ins
why dosing with medicines is of no avail against t h is disease.

The infection leave s the affected fowl by bowel discharg es which directly
contaminate the soil and poultry yard or which by care les s arr angement of eating
and drinking utensils, infect the feed and water. Anoth er f a ctor in the dissemination of th e diseas_e is the careless disposal of t he ca rcasses or the offal of
birds coming from an unknown source and whicr: were used in the k i tchen.
Fowl cholera g erms have a capaCi t:r of surviving outside th e body for l ong
periods. In the manure they last for at least a montl1 while in the decoD.:rposing
carcass or in the soil they have been found to remain aliv e for t hree months.
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-2Those periods, however, are subject to considerable variati.on on account of the
influence of ternpera.t ;ure, moisture and_ the complex processes by which soil and
similar substances purify themselves~ · .
The period of incubation which is the time elapsing between the introduction of the infection into the body and the first manifestation of the symptoms
also varies considerably, . in accordance with the amount of virus introduced, its
virulence ru1d above all the method of introduction . When the virus is introduced
by direct injection into the circulation the animal may die in the course of twentyfour hours. In natural infection hQwever _, · it seems the period of incubation averages
between four and nine days.
The manifest~tions of the disease give evidence of gr eat virulence and we
believe there is_ no other disease which in so short a time can bring about such
ravages in a poultry fl.ock. Especially in the beginning of the outbreak the advent )
of the d,isease is often one of great suddenness. Birc'i.s are seen walking around the
yard and _in a short period are found dead. Often the first indication of the presence of - the disease on a farm is that birds are _found dead sitting on the nests or
lying w1der thei r perch .in ;the morning . In such outbreakw sick birds are seldom
seen because of the overpowering rapidity by which the disease kills. When t.he outbreak progresses the virulence may become less w~rked and sick birds can be found
and examine d . Then we find the sick fowls to be dull, . stupid, sitting about with
ruffled feath ers , with their heads tucked under their wings while the latter commonly dr oop and spread out in an unnatural position. Fow],s seem to be extremely drowsy
and sleepy and if they can be induced to move at all they commonly show a high degree of iveakness and. lameness, accompanied or not with swelling of the joints. The
comb and wattles comrnonly have a very dull , purple color but not necessarily constant~
ly so. The mouth a nd nostrils may show a whitish . or pinkish froth . Diarrhea is a
frequent symptom , often prom;i.nent , but not one of constant occurrence.. In the beginning of an outbreak fowls are killed so rapidly ~~d-so-~~~~ thBT~iz-1-n
--rnany~ ca-se-s---no- -t-tm fo.r J.ai'mea tedev~lop . ·.The dropi)ings appear as a profuse bowel discharge of a yell owish gray color and of a watery consi stency and during the latter stages of t he disease it even
assumes a greenish , . piP~ish color . The bowel dischar ges s oil the feathers and not
uncommonly · the-.f are. glued and rna t ted in to a fetid mas-s . Sick birds not uncommonly
show har d ' difficult breathing accompanied by a rattling sound indica ttng the p re' sence of liquid mucus in the air passages.
Cases of this kind manage to live for
three or four days, but when the di seas e i s in a st ill mo re ch~onic stage the birds
may lie around for several days mo r e and then die .without eating, without drinking,
sleeping profoundly. Rec overies, while. they occur, are very rare and it i -s not impossible that recovered fowls remain the distributors of infection for long periods.
While sudden deaths of poultry stock _is cormnonly suffici ent to suspect the
of the disease under consideration it is not always an easy matter to make
an absolut e diagnos is without having recourse to a bacteri,olo gical examination. The
nature of the after death appearance of the fowls, dead with the disease, is not
always constant and lesions may not even be present as the ~arked virulence of
the disease c ommonly leaves no .time for any particular changes to_ develop in a .
conspicuous manner.
Birds wbJch, however, have died after 9ne or more days
of sickness may preseP,t upon examination 'o f the carcass' certain definite
changes which may p oint t'oward. the existence of th is disease. In the more acute
cases , hemorrhages in the intestines and lungs a re corr~on• There are hemorrhages
of the membrane lini~g the surface of the organs and the bod,y cavities. These
cavities may contain a more or less fibrinous _sub stance floating in the liquid _

pres~nce -

f

-3contents. This is commonly consp:icuous . within the · sack in which the heart is contained. The membrane in such
condition is co~~only dark in color and contains
flalces of a whitish, yellowish substance and occasionally the outer surface of
the heart is covered ·with small red blotches a.s if . it has been sprayed with bright
red paint. The latter phenomenon is especially conspicuous in the · case of geese
and ducks dead with the · disease. In a few cases the . lungs . show evidence of
pneumonia andpresent a marked discoloration. · In the liver one occasionally
finds small, white, ill defined areas caused by the infection while the spleen in
a few cases is congested and swollen.
·

a

.

-

.

.

In .the more chronic forms of the disease there may be contained in · different parts of the body small 'are~s con;>osed of a cheesy substance·; yellowish gray in ·
color and rather dry ·iri consistency. In such cases, swollen joints, . filled .with ..
the s~e substances are frequently met with.
While these lesions are somewhat characteristic, their presence in the an- · ·.
imal cannot al~vays be depended upon to recognize the disease definitely. · This
however is most commonly made possible by having recourse to a microscopic or .....
bacteriolog ic examination. In the large majority of .acute cases of ;(owl ,9)olera
there is no difficulty in finding the germs in the blood by the use ~f ~e microscope. In other cases a more extensive bacteriologic examination must be undertaken. The Department of Animal Pathology and Hygiene of the University is ·pre- . .
pared to make these examinations for those who have no recourse 'to the necessary
facilities in the field,
The course of the disease in the flock may show considerable variation.
In some cases the disease disappears as suddenly as it came, after · killing about
,___ _ _ _ hatf h bird-s. · In other cases there is an overpowering progress- of. the disease
and wi th"in a comparatively short period of time' the entire flock may be wiped out.
The common behavior of the dis~ase is that it beg ins with great virulence
and subse quent fatality among the fowls and then slows down to finally disappear,
leaving half or less than half the flock intact, yet recurring from time to time
in the form of enronic cases. This behavior of the disease must be particularly
kept in mind when examining the claims made for certain remedies. ·As a rule the
introduction of infection into a flock must . be looked upon with apprehension.-

..

In dealing with this disease no dependence can be placed upon the use of
medicinal agents, Medicines given to fowls with a view of curing cholera are as
futile as medicines given to children for the purpose of curing the measles. In
the light of our present knowledge infectious diseases of this type are not amenable
to medicinal · treatment and fowl cholera is about as conspicuous an exan;>le as we
can find.
In facing the fowl cholera situation we are e.ntirely depend.erit upon preven- ·
ti ve measures. Poultry yard cleanliness i~ the first mea.su.re which tends toward
preventing the occur;renee of t~ disease. :Birds sho,Ud not b• confined and fed
in soiled yards Where it is i~oasible for them to eat except. fU:d, usuall;r con..;.
ta.minated with llro:ppinss. So-. type of self feeder !:a Tthich the contamination
of the . feE)d is 1.up0'8.s'lbl~ s)lO\lld be used • . The dri~ .,&ter •hOUld be carefully
~rd.e.d ~ainst cm.tsid& eont-.nation. Pools and pu&dl~ in. the JI"Uds where poul
tr~ ha..ve access $hoU.ld. be drained and tlle drinking water should be provided in
such a way that it cannot be soiled by fecal .matter. The use of antiseptics in
the drinking water is a common practice, but is not reco~nended, because if chick-
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ens are supplied with clean water and care ta.k;e n _against contamination the· use
of chemicals becomes entir'e ly superfluous' while. o'n the other hand, the effect
of such chemicals · may .render tl1.e birds .Partic~1.latly susceptible. to this disease
or other infections to vlhicb. they 'might ~ : E?i~bsed. in seine' o'ther way.
I
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regions where fowl cholera _is pr~valerit · we believe th~ keeping of
menace ·. Those bii:·ds are very · su'Sc~pt1ble :to 't he .d isease, fly far
are excellent vehicies of t ·r .anssitting tl:i~ disease from fa;cm to farm
is · also true of the common ·spati~ow. ·
·

.A further factor in keeping away fow~ . chole.:r;:a. is the management of the
newly purchased paul try stoc.:e or · such stock '·as is . be:Li).g .returned from fairs and .
shows. It is advisable to Keep such fowls. fn quarantine for three .or four weeks
before admitting ·them to the .general flock . ·ofr'al of ·oi.rds from outsid e sources
,.
kil ied for the table should never be disposed of by · throwing it in the garbage where
perhaps the ch ickens may feed on it, but should ?e dest.royed _by burni:p.g •
..

.. ·

It likewise should be remembered that ' eggs offowls carrying infection
have often been found to contain the organism. causing chol.e ra. Egg s should not ·
be purchased for sett·i ng · unless one knows exaetiy the sanitary condit i ons of the
flock :f:rom w~ich they a;e derived. ·
· .' · ·
·
' .

Dealing with this disease when i t has ··once arrived on the farm i s a much
more difficult tas~{ . ye t certain measure's
be taken which tend to check its
spread. In the first place, dead or sic~~ chic_s:ens shoul d 'be de stroyed imrue diately
by burning , and when this is done care raust be t ~cen that. neither the dropp ing s
or the blood or any part of . the carcass shm:tld contaminate the ya1~ds or p re mises.~
Remember a dro-p of blo.od may ·c ontain millions of _g erms and that the, same is true
of ot-her arts~and excretions - of- t he body: The- he~lt~r bil"O.s, . so far aS' can oe· ~
determined, shou ld be i~~ediately taken away ·from the yard or premises in wh ich
· the disease has gotten a foothold and be taken to s ome place wh ere the.· fo·wls
composing a g iven floc~ have' not been at any ti ;-ne. This may be difficult ·ori. the·
average far m, ye t i f it can be brought about it shoulc";. qe done ~nd i f in addition
to this the healthy fowls can be ·'.divided into as many isolated g roups as possible,
further advantages wpl be obtained. This ·oeing ·done; the eating and dri !G:ing ·
utensils, poul tqr houses nnd whatever else · has been in i.ntimate contact with the
affected floc k should be carefully 'disinfected. The yard on which the di sease has
occurred should be left unpopulated by a new flock until at. least, it :has had the
benefit of from four to eigb..t . weeks : of warm weather~ ·;men ,a yarcl .is -repopulated
again it is suggested that only. a doz·e n or so of fowls be intr~duc ed and that no '
other fowls be purchased until these :test animals have __survJ..ved on the premises
for at least three "or four . weeks.

may

Consideration must also be given to the slaughter of the entire lot of the
still heal thy birds. This is par·c icularly the case when .the dis ease shows evidence
of being extremely virulent and ·.of •rapid spread, · because .of slaughtering the heal thy
birds then, one preserves their meat and at least· save s .t hat nro.ch out of what might
often be a general wreck •
.At the pre.sent time there are no vaccines or sera available that can be
recomnended. It is probable that there is some prospe~t that by the use of serQ~
it may· be possible to at least de±~er or check the disease for some ·time. Experiments are now in prog r ess at . the Nebraska Exoeriment Station,. in o:rder to find
out definitely . what can . b.e done along these. l .i nes.
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